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(54) Method and apparatus for selling digital contents 

(57) The present invention relates to a digital con- 
tents selling system for selling digital contents. Identifi- 
cation information of digital contents selected by a cus- 
tomer is received (504). Personal digital contents are 
generated by setting identification information for iden- 
tifying the customer in the selected digital contents as 
status information for permitting the customer to replay 
the selected digital contents (510). The generated digital 
contents are sold. Thereby, a technique is provided for 
preventing the illegal use of the sold digital contents. 
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Description 

[0001] The present invention relates to a digital con- 
tents vending machine for selling digital contents, or 
more in particular to a technique effectively applicable 
to a digital contents vending machine for selling person- 
al digital contents the replay of which is limited to the 
purchaser. 

[0002] With the development of the communication 
through the internet and satellites, a system has been 
developed to distribute and sell digital contents. This 
trend indicates that the computer and the network are 
required as an infrastructure for wide extension of the 
digital contents throughout the society. In the distribution 
and sales of the digital contents, the digital contents are 
required to be distributed or sent to a sales point in the 
vicinity of the general users, and to be sold from a vend- 
ing machine. 

[0003] The conventional digital contents vending ma- 
chine is installed in convenience stores, for example. 
Such a vending machine has the function of searching 
for a commodity, outputting the order receipt for the or- 
dered commodity, reserving for a commodity, copying 
from a CD-ROM to a medium, etc., whereby the digital 
contents selected by the customer are copied from the 
CD-ROM to other medium which is sold. 
[0004] For preventing the illegal use of the digital con- 
tents, the function is required to limit and permit the use 
of the digital contents to the individuals who have legit- 
imately purchased the particular digital contents. How- 
ever, the conventional digital contents vending machine 
cannot sell the digital contents as a commodity permit- 
ted to be used only by a person. Therefore, the problem 
is that the illegal use of the sold digital contents cannot 
be prevented. 

[0005] The conventional digital contents vending ma- 
chine also lacks the function of preventing the illegal use 
of the original digital contents from which copies are pro- 
duced. As a result, the illegal use in which the original 
digital contents stored in the CD-ROM or the vending 
machine are illegally copied or downloaded or a medium 
for storing the original digital contents is brought away, 
cannot be prevented. 

[0006] The object of the present invention is to solve 
these problems and to provide a technique capable of 
preventing the illegal use of the sold digital contents. 
[0007] According to the present invention, there is 
provided a digital contents vending machine for selling 
personal digital contents of which the qualification for 
replay is limited to a purchaser. 
[0008] In the digital contents vending machine ac- 
cording to the present invention, commodity information 
of digital contents meeting a retrieval condition input by 
a customer is displayed, and identification information 
of the digital contents selected by the customer is re- 
ceived. 

[0009] A payment confirmation processing unit of a 
digital contents vending machine displays a GUI (graph- 
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ical user interface) for payment confirmation on a dis- 
play unit, and waits for a payment confirmation opera- 
tion from a sales staff. When an operation indicating a 
payment confirmation completion such as push of a pay- 
$ ment confirmation button is performed, it is determined 
that payment of a charge for the digital contents selected 
by the customer is completed. As an alternative, it can 
be determined that the payment of the charge for the 
digital contents selected by the customer is completed 
io upon receipt of payment confirmation information trans- 
mitted from a POS (point of sales) system after the 
charge for the digital contents is paid in the POS system. 
[0010] A sales processing unit of the digital contents 
vending machine sets a personal identification (person- 
's al ID) for identifying the customer as status information 
for permitting the particular customer to replay the digital 
contents for which the payment of the charge is con- 
firmed in the manner described above and thereby gen- 
erates the personal digital contents. This personal dig- 
20 jtal contents are copied to a medium or downloaded to 
a replay unit to thereby sell the digital contents selected 
by the customer. 

[0011] As described above, according to the present 
invention, the digital contents are sold after inputting the 

25 personal I D of the customer who has purchased the dig- 
ital contents to generate the personal digital contents. 
Therefore, the particular digital contents cannot be used 
by other than the particular customer. As a result, even 
if the sales staff or other customers illegally acquire the 

30 particular digital contents, they cannot be viewed or 
heard the particular digital contents. Thus, the illegal use 
of the digital contents can be prevented. 
[0012] Also, according to the present invention, the 
digital contents cannot be copied or downloaded before 

35 the payment confirmation of the charge, so that the ille- 
gal duplication or downloading of the digital contents 
can be prevented. Further, according to the present in- 
vention, the information on the sales staff who confirms 
the payment is recorded, so that when the sales staff 

40 who illegally confirms the payment by operating the 
vending machine, he can be easily identified. 
[001 3] Further, according to the present invention, the 
vending machine or a distribution control center moni- 
tors the state of the vending machine. An attempt to 

45 open the cover of the vending machine and bring away 
the digital contents stored therein causes the sales 
processing to be stopped or the digital contents to be 
deleted, so that it is possible to prevent the illegal re- 
moval of the digital contents. 

50 [0014] As described above, in the digital contents 
vending machine according to the present invention, the 
personal digital contents the replay qualification of 
which is limited to the particular purchaser are sold, so 
that it is possible to prevent the illegal use of the sold 

55 digital contents. 
In the drawings: 

[0015] Fig. 1 is a diagram showing a general config- 
uration of a digital contents vending system according 
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to an embodiment of the present invention. 
[0016] Fig. 2 is a diagram showing a general config- 
uration of a vending machine 100 according to the em- 
bodiment. 

[0017] Fig. 3 is a diagram showing a general config- 
uration of a retrieval unit 110 according to the embodi- 
ment. 

[0018] Fig. 4 is a flowchart showing the processing 
steps of a select processing unit 310 according to the 
embodiment. 

[0019] Fig. 5 is a flowchart showing the processing 
steps of a sales processing unit 211 according to the 
embodiment. 

[0020] Fig. 6 is a diagram showing an example of the 
personal electronic book according to the embodiment. 
[0021] Fig. 7 is a flowchart showing the processing 
steps of a periodic subscription processing unit 214 ac- 
cording to the embodiment. 

[0022] Fig. 8 is a flowchart showing the processing 
steps of a self control processing unit 217 according to 
the embodiment. 

[0023] Fig. 9 is a flowchart showing the processing 
steps of a monitor control processing of a distribution 
control center according to the embodiment. 
[0024] Fig. 10 is a flowchart showing the processing 
steps of a monitor control response processing unit 21 8 
of the vending machine 100 according to the embodi- 
ment. 

[0025] An object of the present invention is to solve 
the problems mentioned above and to provide a tech- 
nique for preventing the illegal use of the sold digital con- 
tents. 

[0026] Another object of the present invention is to 
provide a technique capable of preventing the illegal use 
of the digital contents stored in the vending machine. 
[0027] Embodiments for achieving the aforemen- 
tioned objects are described below. 
[0028] First, an explanation will be given of a digital 
contents vending machine installed in outlets such as 
book stores and convenience stores for selling electron- 
ic books constituting digital contents. 
[0029] Fig. 1 is a diagram showing a general config- 
uration of a digital contents vending system according 
to the embodiment. As shown in Fig. 1 , the digital con- 
tents vending system according to the embodiment 
comprises a vending machine 100, a retrieval unit 110 
and a POS system 120. 

[0030] The vending machine 100 reads an order 
sheet output from the retrieval unit 110, copies an elec- 
tronic book selected by a customer to a medium and 
sells the medium to the customer. The retrieval unit 110 
searches and displays commodity information on elec- 
tronic books stored in the vending machine 1 00 and out- 
puts the order sheet for the electronic book selected by 
the customer. The POS system 120 reads the order 
sheet output from the retrieval unit 110 and settles pay- 
ment of a charge for the electronic book selected by the 
customer. 



[0031] In the digital contents vending system accord- 
ing to the embodiment shown in Fig. 1 , first, the retrieval 
unit 110 displays a GUI for retrieving the electronic book 
and waits for an operating instruction from the customer. 

s Upon entry of the operating instruction from the custom- 
er, the commodity information on the electronic books 
stored in the vending machine 100 are searched and 
displayed, and the order sheet for the electronic book 
selected by the customer is output. The customer deliv- 

10 ers the order sheet to the sales staff of the store. The 
sales staff causes the order sheet output from the re- 
trieval unit 110 to be read by the POS system 120, and 
thus settles the payment of the charge for the electronic 
book selected by the customer. 

is [0032] After the authentication of the sales staff for the 
vending machine 100 by the sales staff, the order sheet 
output from the retrieval unit 110, the information indi- 
cating the complete payment of the charge and the per- 
sonal ID for identifying the customer are input to the 

20 vending machine 100. Then, the vending machine 100 
converts the electronic book selected by the customer 
into a personal electronic book for the particular custom- 
er and copies it to a medium. The sales staff then deliv- 
ers the medium to the customer. 

25 [0033] Fig. 2 is a diagram showing a general config- 
uration of the vending machine 100 according the em- 
bodiment. As shown in Fig. 2, the vending machine 1 00 
according to the embodiment comprises a CPU 201 , a 
memory 202, a magnetic disk drive 203, a keyboard 

30 204, a display unit 205, a communication adaptor 206, 
a bar code reader 207, a medium writer 208 and an IC 
card reader 209. 

[0034] The CPU 201 is a control unit for controlling 
the whole operation of the vending machine 100. The 

35 memory 202 is a storage unit for loading various 
processing programs and data for controlling the oper- 
ation of the vending machine 100. The magnetic disk 
drive 203 is a storage unit for storing the various 
processing programs and data such as electronic 

40 books. 

[0035] The keyboard 204 is an input device for input- 
ting operating instructions and so forth into the vending 
machine 100. The display unit 205 is an output unit for 
displaying operating conditions and so forth of the vend- 

45 ing machine 1 00. The communication adaptor 206 is an 
adaptor for communicating with other devices. 
[0036] The barcode reader 207 is a device for reading 
a bar code printed on the order sheet. The medium writ- 
er 208 is a device for writing the sold electronic book 

so into the medium. The IC card reader 209 is a device for 
reading an IC card for authenticating the sales staff. 
[0037] The vending machine 1 00 further comprises a 
sales processing unit 211, an authentication processing 
unit 212, an order sheet read processing unit 213, a pe- 

ss riodic subscription processing unit 214, a payment con- 
firmation processing unit 215, a sales information col- 
lection processing unit 216, a self control processing 
unit 21 7 and a monitor control response processing unit 
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218. 

[0038] The sales processing unit 211 sets a customer 
ID for identifying the customer as the status information 
for permitting the particular customer alone to replay the 
electronic book selected by the customer, generates the s 
personal electronic book and sells the generated per- 
sonal electronic book. 

[0039] The authentication processing unit 212 is a 
processing unit for authenticating the sales staff who 
confirms the payment of the charge for the electronic 10 
book. The order sheet read processing unit 213 is a 
processing unit for reading the order sheet. The periodic 
subscription processing unit 21 4 is a processing unit for 
adding the electronic book, which is subscribed but not 
purchased by the customer, as an object to be pur- ^ 
chased. 

[0040] The payment confirmation processing unit 215 . 
is a processing unit for inputting the payment confirma- 
tion from the sales staff or the POS system 1 20 and con- 
firming that the payment of the charge for the electronic 20 
book selected by the customer is completed. The sales 
information collection processing unit 216 is a process- 
ing unit for storing sales information which indicates the 
contents of the sales made by the vending machine 100 
and includes the sales staff ID for identifying the sales 25 
staff who confirms the payment of the charge for the 
electronic book. 

[0041] The self control processing unit 217 is a 
processing unit for monitoring the state of the vending 
machine 1 00 itself and stopping the sales processing or 30 
deleting the electronic book stored in the magnetic disk 
drive 203 upon detection of an error state. The monitor 
control response processing unit 218 is a processing 
unit for performing the transmission of the operating 
conditions 1 the stop of the sales processing or the dele- 3S 
tion of the electronic book stored in the magnetic disk 
drive 203 according to the instruction from the distribu- 
tion control center 

[0042] The program for enabling the vending machine 
1 00 to perform the functions of the sales processing unit 40 
211, the authentication processing unit 212, the order 
sheet read processing unit 213, the periodic subscrip- 
tion processing unit 214, the payment confirmation 
processing unit 21 5 : the sales information collection 
processing unit 216, the self control processing unit 217 45 
and the monitor control response processing unit 21 8 is 
recorded in the recording medium such as the CD-ROM 
and stored in the magnetic disk and so forth, and then 
loaded in a memory for execution. The medium for re- 
cording the program may be other than the CD-ROM. so 
[0043] Fig. 3 is a diagram showing a general config- 
uration of the retrieval unit 11 0 according to the embod- 
iment. As shown in Fig. 3, the retrieval unit 110 accord- 
ing to the embodiment includes a CPU 301 , a memory 
302, a magnetic disk drive 303, a keyboard 304, a dis- 55 
play unit 305, a communication adaptor 306 and an or- 
der sheet printer 307. 

[0044] The CPU 301 is a control unit for controlling 
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the whole operation of the retrieval unit 110. The mem- 
ory 302 is a storage unit for loading various processing 
programs and data for controlling the operation of the 
retrieval unit 110. The magnetic disk drive 303 is a stor- 
age unit for storing the various processing programs and 
data such as the commodity information of the electronic 
books. 

[0045] The keyboard 304 is an input device for input- 
ting operating instructions and so forth to the retrieval 
unit 110. The display unit 305 is an output device for 
displaying a GUI for retrieval processing, the operating 
conditions of the retrieval unit 1 1 0 and so forth. The com- 
munication adaptor 306 is an adaptor for communicat- 
ing with other devices. The order sheet printer 307 is a 
device for printing the bar code for identifying the select- 
ed electronic book on the order sheet and outputting the 
order sheet. 

[0046] The retrieval unit 110 further includes a select 
processing unit 310. The select processing unit 310 is 
a processing unit for displaying the commodity informa- 
tion of the electronic book which meets the retrieval con- 
ditions input by the customer, and printing and output- 
ting the order sheet printed with the commodity ID for 
identifying the electronic book selected by the customer 
with the bar code shared by the POS system 120. 
[0047] The program required for enabling the retrieval 
unit 110 to function as the select processing unit 310 is 
recorded in a recording medium such as a CD-ROM and 
stored in a magnetic disk or the like, after which it is load- 
ed in a memory for execution. The medium for recording 
the program may be other than the CD-ROM. 
[0048] An explanation will be given below of the proc- 
ess for selling the electronic book selected by the cus- 
tomer through the digital contents vending system ac- 
cording to the embodiment. 

[0049] Fig. 4 is a flowchart showing the processing 
steps for the select processing unit 31 0 according to the 
embodiment. I n step 401 , the select processing unit 31 0 
of the retrieval unit 110 displays the GUI for retrieving 
the electronic book on the display unit 305 and receives 
the retrieval conditions input by the customer. Upon re- 
ceipt of the retrieval conditions from the customer, the 
select processing unit 310 searches the commodity in- 
formation in the vending machine 100 and reads the 
commodity information of the electronic book meeting 
the received retrieval conditions in step 402. In step 403, 
the commodity information of the electronic book ob- 
tained as the result of retrieval is displayed on the dis- 
play unit 305 and the selection of the electronic book by 
the customer is accepted. 

[0050] In step 404, it is checked whether a specific 
electronic book contained in the displayed commodity 
information is the one selected by the customer or not, 
and in the case where the particular electronic book is 
the one selected by the customer, the process proceeds 
to step 405. In the case where a repeated retrieval is 
indicated, the process returns to step 401 for accepting 
the input of the retrieval conditions again. 
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[0051] In step 405, the bar code for identifying the se- 
lected electronic book is printed by the order sheet print- 
er 307, and the order sheet printed with the bar code is 
delivered out of the printer. The customer delivers the 
output order sheet to the sales staff of the store and re- $ 
quests the purchase of the electronic book. The bar 
code for identifying the selected electronic book is 
shared by the bar code used for the POS system 120. 
[0052] Upon delivery of the order sheet from the cus- 
tomer to the sales staff of the store, the sales staff caus- 
es the POS system 120 to read the order sheet output 
from the retrieval unit 110, receives from the customer 
the charge for the electronic book selected by the cus- 
tomer, and thus settles the payment of the charge for 
the particular electronic book. 

[0053] Fig. 5 is a flowchart showing the processing 
steps of the sales processing unit 211 according to the 
embodiment. In step 501 , the sales processing unit 211 
of the vending machine 100 activates the authentication 
processing unit 212 upon detection of the IC card held 
by the sales staff by means of the IC card reader 209. 
The authentication processing unit 212 reads the IC 
card held by the sales staff using the IC card reader 209, 
and then compares the ID of the sales staff in the IC 
card with the IDs of the sales staffs pre-registered in the 
vending machine 1 00 in step 502. In the case where the 
ID of the sales staff in the IC card coincides with one of 
the IDs of the sales staffs in the vending machine 100, 
the process proceeds to step 503. On the other hand, 
in the case where the I D of the sales staff fails to coincide 
with any one of them, the process returns to step 501 
and waits for the reentry of the ID of the sales staff. 
[0054] In step 503, the sales processing unit 211 in- 
puts the personal ID for identifying the customer pur- 
chasing the electronic book from the IC card storing the 
particular personal ID or a card printed with the personal 
ID as a bar code. The input personal ID includes a de- 
vice serial number of the replay device of the customer, 
an ID predetermined by the book store for designating 
the distributor, an ID predetermined by the store for des- 
ignating a user, a public key, a password of ticket type 
and so forth. 

[0055] In step 504, the order sheet read processing 
unit 21 3 reads the barcode of the order sheet delivered 
from the customer using the bar code reader 207 of the 
vending machine 100, and inputs the commodity ID of 
the electronic book selected by the customer to the 
vending machine 100. 

[0056] In step 505, the sales processing unit 211 
checks whether the electronic book specified by the in- 
put commodity ID is stored in the magnetic disk drive 
203 of the vending machine 100. In the case where the 
electronic book is not stored in the vending machine 
1 00, the process proceeds to step 506 and a distribution 
request is transmitted to the distribution control center 
so that the electronic book is distributed on demand. On 
the other hand, in the case where the checking in step 
505 shows that the electronic book is stored in the vend- 



ing machine 100, the process proceeds to step 507. 
[0057] In step 507, the periodic subscription process- 
ing unit 214 checks whether the electronic book period- 
ically subscribed by the customer has already been sold 
or not. It displays the electronic books subscribed but 
not purchased by the customer as a list of unpurchased 
books, and adds the commodity ID of the electronic 
book for which the purchase instruction is input as a 
book to be purchased. 

[0058] In step 508, the payment confirmation 
processing unit 215 displays the GUI for payment con- 
firmation on the display unit 205, and accepts the pay- 
ment confirmation from the sales staff in step 509. When 
the operation is performed indicating the complete pay- 
ment confirmation such as the push of the payment con- 
firmation button and so forth, the process proceeds to 
step 51 0. On the other hand, in the case where the pay- 
ment confirmation is not input, the process returns to 
step 508 and waits forthe input. By connecting the vend- 
ing unit 100 to the POS system 120 via a network, the 
payment confirmation information for the electronic 
book may be transmitted from the POS system 120 to 
the vending machine 100 when the payment of the 
charge for the electronic book is settled. 
[0059] In step 510, the sales processing unit 211 
reads from the magnetic disk drive 203 the electronic 
book selected by the customer to produces a copy of 
the electronic book. Then, the sales processing unit 211 
stores the personal ID of the customer and the payment 
confirmation information in the produced copy as the 
status information permitting the replay by the customer 
to prepare the personal electronic book. In the case of 
a trial edition, a time limit is set. On the other hand, in 
the case where mere validation is sufficient, a simple bit 
information such as "1 " can be set in the status informa- 
tion. 

[0060] Fig. 6 is a diagram showing an example of the 
personal electronic book according to the embodiment. 
As shown in Fig. 6, the personal electronic book 600 
according to the embodiment includes status informa- 
tion 601 , payment confirmation information 602 and an 
electronic book 603. 

[0061] The status information 601 is information for 
permitting only the particular customer to replay the per- 
sonal electronic book 600. The payment confirmation in- 
formation 602 is information for indicating that the pay- 
ment of the charge for the personal electronic book 600 
is completed. The electronic book 603 is the digital con- 
tents itself of the personal electronic book 600. 
[0062] As shown in Fig. 6, the status information 601 
of the personal electronic book 600 is set as "0" as the 
information for permitting only the customer specified by 
the personal ID to replay the particular electronic book. 
The electronic book 603 is generated in the format de- 
fined by the application program for reproducing the per- 
sonal electronic book 600 and is assumed to be in the 
form of an application container described in an inter- 
mediate language or in binary mode. 
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[0063] In step 511 , the generated personal electronic 
book is written in a medium such as a flash memory by 
means of the medium writer 208, and the sales staff de- 
livers to the customer the medium in which the personal 
electronic book is written. The customer can display and 
read the electronic book written in the medium on the 
replay unit owned by the customer. In the process, the 
replay unit is assumed to perform the replay operation 
on condition that the personal ID stored in the personal 
electronic book coincides with the personal ID regis- 
tered in the replay unit and the payment confirmation 
information is stored in the personal electronic book. 
[0064] In step 512, the sales information collection 
processing unit 21 6 stores the commodity I D of the sold 
electronic book, the ID of the sales staff in charge, the 
personal ID of the purchaser-customer, the type of pay- 
ment confirmation and the date of sales in the magnetic 
disk drive 203 as the sales information indicating the 
contents of the sales processing described above. Ac- 
cording to the embodiment, the bar code reader 207 or 
the IC card reader 209 is used as a device for inputting 
the commodity ID, the sales staff ID and the personal 
ID. However, these IDs can alternatively be input by a 
common device. 

[0065] In step 507, the periodic subscription process- 
ing unit 214 of the sales processing unit 211 performs 
the periodic subscription process in which the electronic 
book subscribed but not purchased by the customer is 
added as an object of purchase. The processing of the 
periodic subscription processing unit 214 will be ex- 
plained below. 

[0066] Fig. 7 is a flowchart showing the processing 
steps of the periodic subscription processing unit 214 
according to the embodiment. In step 701 . the periodic 
subscription processing unit 214 reads the periodic sub- 
scription information from the magnetic disk drive 203. 
In step 702, it is checked whether the periodic subscrip- 
tion information corresponding to the personal ID of the 
customer is available or not. In the case where such in- 
formation is available, the process proceeds to step 703. 
On the other hand, in the case where such information 
is not available, the process is terminated and returns 
to the sales processing unit 211. 
[0067] In step 703, the commodity information already 
distributed on the electronic book that is periodically 
subscribed by the customer is read with reference to the 
commodity information of the magnetic disk drive 203. 
In step 704, the commodity information on the electronic 
books which are periodically subscribed by the custom- 
er and are sold to the customer is read with reference 
to the sales information of the magnetic disk drive 203. 
[0068] In step 705, the electronic book already distrib- 
uted is compared with the commodity information on the 
electronic books already sold to check whether there is 
any electronic book periodically subscribed and not pur- 
chased by the customer. In the case where there is any 
electronic book not purchased by the customer, the 
process proceeds to step 706. On the other hand, in the 
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case where there is no electronic book not purchased, 
the process is terminated and returns to the sates 
processing unit 211. 

[0069] In step 706, the electronic books periodically 

s subscribed but not purchased by the customer are dis- 
played as a non-purchase list, and an input as to wheth- 
er the unpurchased book is purchased or not is accept- 
ed. The sales staff asks the customer whether he or she 
has the intention to purchase with reference to the non- 

io purchase list and inputs the result. 

[0070] In step 707, it is checked whether an instruc- 
tion to purchase any electronic book in the non-pur- 
chase list is input or not. In the case where the purchase 
instruction is input, the process proceeds to step 708. 

15 Then, the commodity ID of the electronic book for which 
the purchase instruction is input is added as an object 
of purchase, and the process returns to the sales 
processing unit 21 1 . In the case where an instruction not 
to purchase is input in step 707, the process is terminat- 

20 ed and returns to the sales processing unit 211. 

[0071] An explanation will be given below of the 
processing for stopping the sales processing in accord- 
ance with the state of the vending machine 100 in the 
digital contents vending system according to the em- 

2S bodiment. 

[0072] Fig. 8 is a flowchart showing the processing 
steps of the self control processing unit 217 according 
to the embodiment. The self control processing unit 21 7 
of the vending machine 100 starts the processing upon 

30 the arrival of a specific time or upon detection of a spe- 
cial event such as the opening of the cover of the vend- 
ing machine 100 or the illegal reading of the sales staff 
ID in the authentication processing unit 212. First, in 
step 801, the vending machine information indicating 

35 the state of the vending machine 100 is read from the 
memory 202 or the magnetic disk drive 203. 
[0073] In step 802, the contents of the vending ma- 
chine information is checked. When no error state is de- 
tected, the process is terminated. On the other hand, in 

40 the case where the error state is detected such as the 
opening of the cover or the illegal use of the sales staff 
ID, the process proceeds to step 803 and the processing 
of the sales processing unit 211 is terminated. In step 
803, the electronic book stored in the magnetic disk 

45 drive 203 can be deleted to prevent the illegal use of the 
electronic book. 

[0074] In the digital contents vending system accord- 
ing to the embodiment, the distribution control center 
monitors the state of the vending machine 100. In the 

50 case where there is no response from the vending ma- 
chine 100, an error is assumed to have occurred in the 
vending machine 100 and the sales processing of the 
particular vending machine 100 can be stopped at the 
next monitor control. 

55 [0075] Fig. 9 is a flowchart showing the processing 
steps of the monitor control processing by the distribu- 
tion control center according to the embodiment. In step 
901, the distribution control center starts the operation 
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upon detection of the specific event such as the arrival 
of the specific time, transmits the monitor control mes- 
sage to the vending machine 1 00 and waits for a re- 
sponse from the vending machine 100. 
[0076] Fig. 10 is a flowchart showing the processing s 
steps of the monitor control response processing unit 
218 of the vending machine 100 according to the em- 
bodiment. In step 1001, the monitor control response 
processing unit 218 of the vending machine 100 re- 
ceives the monitor control message transmitted from the 10 
distribution control center, reads the monitor control 
message in step 1002, and checks whether an instruc- 
tion is given to stop the sales processing of the vending 
machine 1 00 in the monitor control message. In the case 
where there is no stop instruction for the sales process- f s 
ing in the monitor control message, the process pro- 
ceeds to step 1004. In this step, a message indicating 
the operating conditions of the vending machine 100 is 
transmitted to the distribution control center as a re- 
sponse to the monitor control message. 20 
[0077] In step 902, the distribution control center 
checks whether the response is received from the vend- 
ing machine 100 or not. In the case where no response 
is received, the process proceeds to step 903. In this 
step, it is assumed that an error is occurred in the vend- 25 
ing machine 100, and an instruction to stop the sales 
processing is set in the monitor control message which 
is next transmitted to the vending machine 100. On the 
other hand, in the case where the response is received 
in step 902, the process proceeds to step 904. In this 30 
step, it is checked whether the monitor control message 
is transmitted to each vending machine controlled by the 
distribution control center. In the case where the monitor 
control message is not transmitted to each vending ma- 
chine, the process returns to step 901 . On the other 35 
hand, in the case where the transmission of the monitor 
control message to each vending machine is completed, 
the monitor control processing is terminated. 
[0078] In the case where the specific event is detected 
again in step 901 , the monitor control message with the 40 
sales processing stop instruction set therein is transmit- 
ted to the vending machine from which the response 
was not received previously. 

[0079] The monitor control response processing unit 
21 8 of the vending machine 1 00 which could not trans- 45 
mit the response receives the monitor control message 
in step 1001. Then, it detects in step 1002 that the in- 
struction to stop the sales processing in the monitor con- 
trol message to stop the sales processing of the vending 
machine 100 in step 1003. At the same time, the elec- so 
tronic book stored in the magnetic disk drive 203 can be 
deleted to prevent the illegal use of the electronic book. 
[0080] In step 1004, a message indicating that the 
sales processing of the vending machine 100 is stopped 
is transmitted to the distribution control center as a re- ss 
sponse to the monitor control message. 
[0081] As described above, in the digital contents 
vending machine according to the present invention, the 
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personal digital contents limiting the qualification for re- 
play to the purchaser is sold. Therefore, the illegal use 
of the sold digital contents is prevented. 
[0082] Also, in the digital contents vending machine 
according to the present invention, the digital contents 
are sold after confirming the payment of the charge for 
the digital contents selected by the customer. Therefore, 
it is possible to prevent the illegal use of the digital con- 
tents stored in the vending machine. 
[0083] Further, in the digital contents vending ma- 
chine according to the present invention, the vending 
machine itself and the distribution control center detect 
the error state of the vending machine to stop the sales 
processing or to delete the digital contents. Therefore, 
the illegal removal of the digital contents stored in the 
vending machine is prevented. 
[0084] According to the present invention, the person- 
al digital contents limiting the qualification for replay to 
the purchaser are sold. Therefore, it is possible to pre- 
vent the illegal use of the sold digital contents. 



Claims 

1 . A method of selling digital contents, comprising the 
steps of: 

receiving (504) identification information of dig- 
ital contents selected by a customer; 
generating (510) digital contents in which iden- 
tification information for identifying said cus- 
tomer is set in said digital contents selected by 
the customer as status information for permit- 
ting said customer to replay said selected dig- 
ital contents; and 

selling said generated digital contents. 

2. A method according to Claim 1 further comprising 
the step of confirming that a payment of a charge 
for said digital contents selected by the customer is 
completed, 

wherein 

in said selling step, digital contents the pay- 
ment of the charge for which is confirmed is sold. 

3. A method according to Claim 1 , wherein identifica- 
tion information of said digital contents, said cus- 
tomer and a sales staff are read by a same device. 

4. A method according to Claim 2, wherein identifica- 
tion information of said digital contents, said cus- 
tomer and a sales staff are read by a same device. 

5. A method according to Claim 2, further comprising 
the steps of: 

authenticating a sales staff who confirms the 
payment of the charge for said digital contents; 
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and 

recording identification information of said 
sales staff who confirms the payment of the 
charge for said digital contents, wherein 
in said confirming step, a payment confirmation 
from said sales staff is input. 

6. A method according to Claim 5, wherein the identi- 
fication information of said digital contents, said 
customer and said sales staff are read by a same 
device. 

7. A method according to Claim 2, wherein in said con- 
firming step, a payment confirmation from a charge 
settling device for performing a settling process of 
the charge for said digital contents is input. 

8. A method according to Claim 7, wherein identifica- 
tion information of said digital contents, said cus- 
tomer and said sales staff are read by a same de- 
vice. 

9. A method according to Claim 8, wherein an identi- 
fication code which is common to said charge set- 
tling device for performing a settling process of the 
charge for said digital contents is used as said iden- 
tification information for identifying said digital con- 
tents selected by said customer. 

10. A method according to Claim 9, further comprising 
the step of adding digital contents periodically sub- 
scribed but not purchased by said customer as an 
object of purchase. 

11. A method according to Claim 10, further comprising 
the step of stopping a sales processing upon detec- 
tion of an error state. 

1 2. A method according to Claim 1 1 , further comprising 
the step of stopping a sales processing upon receipt 
of an instruction to stop the sales processing from 
an external source. 

13. A method according to Claim 12, wherein in said 
stopping step, digital contents stored in a machine 
are deleted when the sales processing is stopped. 

14. A method of selling digital contents, comprising the 
steps of: 

inputting (504) identification information of dig- 
ital contents selected by a customer; and 
generating (510) digital contents in which iden- 
tification information for identifying said cus- 
tomer is set in said selected digital contents as 
state information for permitting said customer 
to replay said selected digital contents. 
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15. A method of selling digital contents, comprising the 
steps of: 

inputting (504) identification information of dig- 
s ital contents selected by a customer; and 

generating (510) digital contents in which iden- 
tification information for permitting said cus- 
tomer to replay said selected digital contents is 
added to said selected digital contents. 

10 

1 6. An apparatus (1 00) for selling digital contents, com- 
prising: 

a select processing unit (207) for receiving 
is identification information of digital contents se- 

lected by a customer; and 
a sales processing unit (21 1 ) for setting in said 
selected digital contents identification informa- 
tion for identifying said customer as status in- 
20 formation for permitting only said customer to 

replay said selected digital contents to gener- 
ate personal digital contents, and selling said 
generated digital contents. 

2S 17. An apparatus (100) for selling digital contents, com- 
prising: 

input means (207) for inputting identification in- 
formation of digital contents selected by a cus- 

30 tomer; and 

generation means (211) for generating digital 
contents in which identification information for 
permitting said customer to replay said select- 
ed digital contents is added to said selected 

35 digital contents. 

18. A medium for recording a program for causing a 
computer to function as a digital contents vending 
machine for selling digital contents, wherein 

40 said medium for recording a program for 

causing said computer to function as a select 
processing unit for receiving identification informa- 
tion of digital contents selected by a customer and 
as a sales processing unit for setting identification 

45 information for identifying said customer in said se- 
lected digital contents as status information for per- 
mitting only said customer to replay said digital con- 
tents selected by said customer to generate person- 
al digital contents and selling said generated digital 

50 contents. 

19. A medium for recording a program for causing a 
computer to function as a digital contents vending 
machine for selling digital contents, wherein 

ss said medium for recording a program for 

causing said computer to function as an input 
processing unit for inputting identification informa- 
tion of digital contents selected by a customer and 
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as a digital contents generation processing unit for 
generating digital contents in which identification in- 
formation for permitting said customer to replay said 
selected digital contents is added to said selected 
digital contents. 5 

20. A program for selling digital contents, comprising 
the steps of: 

receiving identification information of digital io 
contents selected by a customer; and 
generating digital contents in which identifica- 
tion information for identifying said customer is 
set in said selected digital contents as status 
information for permitting said customer to re- >s 
play said selected digital contents, and selling 
said generated digital contents. 

21. A program for selling digital contents, wherein 

20 

said program inputs identification information 
of digital contents selected by a customer; and 
generates digital contents in which identifica- 
tion information for permitting said customer to 
replay said selected digital contents is added 25 
to said selected digital contents, and selling 
said generated digital contents. 

30 
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